University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

10-16-2014

Former Salvadoran President Francisco Flores
Jailed Pending Corruption Trial
Benjamin Witte-Lebhar

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Witte-Lebhar, Benjamin. "Former Salvadoran President Francisco Flores Jailed Pending Corruption Trial." (2014).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/10199

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 79451
ISSN: 1089-1560

Former Salvadoran President Francisco Flores Jailed
Pending Corruption Trial
by Benjamin Witte-Lebhar
Category/Department: El Salvador.
Published: 2014-10-16
After months on the lam, former Salvadoran President Francisco Flores (1999-2004) is now behind
bars pending trial on charges that he misappropriated roughly US$15 million donated during his
presidency by the government in Taiwan.
Flores, who hails from the hard-right Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA), El Salvador’s
leading opposition party, disappeared from public view in late January. And, in May, when a
judge in San Salvador issued a warrant for his arrest, he officially became a fugitive from justice
(NotiCen, May 15, 2014). The arrest order came on the heels of a decision by the Fiscalía General de
la República (FGR), El Salvador’s attorney general’s office, to charge Flores, 54, with embezzlement
and illicit enrichment. Prosecutors also charged the ex-president with disobedience based on his
failure to appear before a legislative panel investigating the corruption claims.
Flores—who was rumored, though never confirmed, to be in Panama—was neither seen nor heard
from until the morning of Sept. 5, when he suddenly appeared in San Salvador and presented
himself before the judge handling the case against him. "I have given myself over to the court
voluntarily and out of respect for the law," he said.
In a move that angered both prosecutors and civil-society organizations, the judge, Levis Italmir
Orellana, placed the ex-president under house arrest pending trial, expected to begin in November.
Two weeks later, however, a higher court revoked the house-arrest ruling and demanded that
Flores, given his already proven propensity for evading justice, be jailed.
Policía Nacional Civil (PNC) officials executed the incarceration order on Sept. 19, escorting the expresident from his home in the upscale San Salvador district of Colonia San Benito to the División
Antinartcóticos (DAN), the police facility where he is being kept in a single cell. "It’s a normal cell,
with nothing special and where the president will be alone," PNC deputy chief Howard Cotto told
reporters that morning.

Sharing the wealth?
The mounting case against Flores has major legal implications for El Salvador, where political
corruption is often alleged and alluded to but rarely prosecuted. If convicted, the ex-president could
face upward of 25 years in jail. "Even though it’s happened in other countries, for our country,
having a [government] official face justice in this way is something new," El Salvador’s top Catholic
Church leader, Archbishop José Luis Escobar, said in a Sept. 21 press conference. "This case clearly
reflects the effort our society is undertaking to advance, albeit slowly, in the area of justice."
The case is politically significant as well and may have played a part in ARENA’s narrow defeat
in the recent presidential elections. The ARENA candidate, former San Salvador mayor Norman
Quijano, lost a March runoff to now President Salvador Sánchez Cerén of the left-wing Frente
Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN) by fewer than 6,400 votes (NotiCen, March
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20, 2014). Flores worked as Quijano’s top campaign manger throughout most of the conservative
candidate’s presidential run but was forced to resign because of the corruption scandal, which
was sparked by public accusations by President Mauricio Funes (2009-2014), also of the FMLN, in
October 2013 (NotiCen, Jan. 16, 2014).
Flores’ recent reappearance and upcoming trial could spell even more trouble for ARENA,
especially in light of information made public earlier this month by El Faro, an independent news
portal, which claims that the graft was a partywide operation. In an article published Oct. 2, El Faro
alleged that President Flores deposited much of the missing money (approximately US$10 million)
into an account in Costa Rica. From there, the funds were transferred to a network of ARENAcontrolled accounts in El Salvador and used, in large part, to fund the presidential campaign of
Flores’ eventual successor, President Antonio Saca (2004-2009).
The most significant individual beneficiary was Saca’s campaign coordinator, Elmer Charlaix, who
received 41 checks totaling US$1.35 million, according to El Faro. "Yes, I received money from the
party between November 2003 and May 2004, but I never knew it was from Taiwan, and I never
asked about its origin," Charlaix told the news site. The Taiwanese money was also used to pay
service providers such as Rivera Research, a polling firm, and La Constancia, a beverage company.
And, in April 2004, one month after winning the election, Saca received a check—for US$100,000—
from one of the accounts in question, the El Faro article claimed.
Saca split from ARENA after leaving office and launched the center-right dissident party Gran
Alianza por la Unidad Nacional (GANA). He made a bid in El Salvador’s most recent election to win
back the presidency but finished a distant third in the first round of voting, held Feb. 2 (NotiCen,
Feb. 6, 2014). Saca’s victory in the 2004 presidential election was the fourth-consecutive win for
ARENA, which led El Salvador for two decades before finally being unseated in 2009 by Funes
(NotiCen, March 19, 2009), a former television journalist and political moderate who enjoyed high
approval ratings throughout his five-year term.

"The clamor of the people"
Flores denies any wrongdoing. In testimony before an investigative panel formed by the Asamblea
Legislativa (AL), El Salvador’s unicameral legislature, the ex-president acknowledged asking the
Taiwanese government for several large donations—to fund earthquake relief and public-security
programs—but said he used the money as intended. "There never was nor has been personal
benefit of any kind in the management of the Taiwanese accounts," he said.
Flores met with the panel on Jan. 7 and again on Jan. 28—the last time he was seen in public prior to
his sudden reappearance early last month—but was a no-show for a third hearing set to take place
Jan. 30. The AL panel later reached the conclusion that the Flores administration misappropriated
upward of US$70 million and recommended that the FGR, whose case against the ex-president
focuses on just US$15 million, expand its investigation.
Flores is not the first Central American leader suspected of mishandling funds provided by Taiwan.
Former Costa Rican President Miguel Ángel Rodríguez (1998-2002), who later lost his post as
secretary-general of the Organization of American States (OAS) because of a corruption scandal
(NotiCen, Oct. 7, 2004), has also been linked to Taiwanese money, as has former Guatemalan
President Alfonso Portillo (2000-2004). The man who led Taiwan at that time, President Chen Shuibian (2000-2008), was charged and later jailed for corruption-related offenses.
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ARENA suspended Flores’ party privileges but has not officially expelled him. Members of the party
complain about "political persecution" and accuse the FMLN of exploiting the situation for political
gain. ARENA has little room to complain, however, regarding the judiciary. "We respected that he
was under house arrest. Now we respect that a higher court says he should be kept elsewhere,"
ARENA Deputy Carlos Reyes said Sept. 17.
For the governing FMLN, in contrast, the shifting trajectory of the Flores case is clear cause for
celebration. In opting to jail Flores, the Salvadoran legal system "listened to the clamor of the
people," FMLN Deputy Lorena Peña said Sept. 19. "The message is that the rich and the poor, the
powerful and the weak, should have equal treatment [before the law]. Anyone who steals, even if it’s
just US$2, goes to jail and then awaits trial. Here we’re talking about millions of dollars."

-- End --
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